We tested the hypothesis that day-old chicks, Gallus gallus domesticus, can learn to avoid an aversive stimulus if they observe the responses of another chick. In experiment 1, one of a pair of chicks (the actor) was allowed to peck at a bead coated in the bitter-tasting substance methylanthranilate (MeA), while we prevented the other chick (the observer) from pecking the bitter-tasting bead by separating the chicks with a piece of wire mesh. Both chicks avoided pecking at a similar but dry bead 0.5, 3 and 24 h after the observer chick saw the actor chick peck at an MeA-coated bead. By contrast, when the actor chick had pecked at a water-coated bead, both chicks continued to peck at a dry bead at 0.5, 3 and 24 h after training. Experiment 2 investigated whether observer chicks showed avoidance if they were prevented (by the insertion of an opaque barrier) from observing their companion pecking at the MeA-coated bead during either training or testing. Observer chicks that could not see their companion during training but could observe the actor chicks at test showed no subsequent avoidance whereas chicks that observed the actor chick at training, but not during testing, showed high levels of avoidance. Although the sensory cues (visual, auditory or olfactory) or types of behaviour (i.e. levels of pecking or head shaking) that the observer chick used to maintain avoidance remain unclear, the results show that chicks can learn about an aversive object by observing the responses of a conspecific.
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The ability of animals to learn directly from conspecifics potentially confers a substantial survival advantage, allowing the animal to benefit from the experiences of others with reduced risk and energy output. Such forms of social learning have been compared to associative learning as well as to other, special, classes of learning depending on the viewpoint of the author (e.g. see Shettleworth 1994). For example, hatchling chickens, Gallus gallus domesticus, learn to distinguish between edible and inedible food via social transmission and imitation from the hen (Turner 1964) as well as learning by social facilitation (from other chicks) and local enhancement (Thorpe 1963) . While this could be considered to constitute a form of imitation that is reinforced by a food reward, this seems unlikely as Hogan (1971) showed that ingestional reward does not form the basis for motivation of pecking behaviour in chicks during the first few days after hatching. Moreover, it assumes that such forms of learning occur only in a positive manner, that is, the chick is more likely to peck at objects at which the hen pecks but there is no inhibition of pecking at objects that the hen actively avoids pecking.
Social learning, including social transmission of food preferences, generally assumes a simple 'excitatory' link between the effects of exposure to a behaviour and an altered behavioural output, albeit a selective excitation (in that chicks will not simply peck with increased frequency at random objects). That is, social learning would seem to require a positive reinforcement such that pecking at specific objects is rewarded. For example, Cronhelm (1970) showed that 7-day-old chicks will imitate the behaviour of another chick that has had to perform an operantly conditioned response. However, the protocol used by Cronhelm included food deprivation, habituation, two 40-min pretraining sessions, four 30-min variable-interval training schedules as well as a complex series of reinforcements when an actor chick pecked at a disc manipulandum, while the observer chick had no contact with the manipulanda, apart from visual, from the end of pretraining to the end of training; this is an involved procedure that is not likely to be replicated in a more natural environment. McQuoid & Galef (1992) described a process of 'stimulus enhancement' in which
